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Abstract 
As planners work to create more sustainable and liveable urban environments, a priority is 
to transition away from prioritising the automobile and towards enhancing the pedestrian 
experience. Thus, this research explores the experience of pedestrian accessibility in inner-
urban higher-density Brisbane in Australia, drawing on findings from semi-structured in-
depth interviews with 24 residents and over 100 hours of public place observations in 
three case-study neighbourhoods. The interviews took place in residents homes and 
explored their experience of higher density living and their neighbourhood, whilst 
observations were recorded through a combination of methods including photographs, 
sketch maps, recordings and field journals. Observation locations included retail and 
commercial space, roads, parkland and open space, with multiple observations at each 
location. A thematic analysis identified common themes in both interviews and the 
observations, with this paper focusing on residents’ lived experience in urban built 
environments. This analysis revealed that pedestrian accessibility is linked to access to 
local amenities and direct routes, aesthetics, sense of community, ownership of space and 
safety. In particular, observations revealed how pedestrian accessibility and route-taking 
works with, against or in spite of the design features of urban environments, as well as the 
importance of the social use of the built environment. Residents spoke about although 
walking quick and preferred for local amenities, the decision to walk was moderated by 
factors such as time of day and perceived safety. Measures to ensure and improve the 
pedestrian accessibility of urban areas needs to take into account the propensity for people 
to prefer and improvise direct routes (often to the detriment of traffic safety 
considerations), the importance of ongoing maintenance and upgrading of walking 
infrastructure and the importance of aesthetically pleasing and safe walking environments.  
By combining interviews and observations, this research highlights the current dominance 
of the automobile culture in Brisbane and the layers of meaning, experiences and 
complexity hidden within the pedestrian experience.  
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Creating urban communities which are ecologically, socially and economically sustainable is 
critical given that global trends show populations are increasingly clustering in cities and 
their surrounds (United Nations Habitat, 2008). Increasing the residential density of urban 
zones has been proposed as a key strategy to improve the sustainability of cities by situating 
homes near major nodes of public transport, places of work and recreation, key amenities and 
services. Specifically, pedestrian accessibility has been identified as crucial for the 
implementation of sustainable urban communities, with environmental gains from reduced 
car dependence, economic benefits from greater support for community businesses and social 
benefits from a greater sense of community and health outcomes (Litman, 2004; Saelens et 
al., 2003). Understanding and promoting pedestrian accessibility is, therefore, fundamental to 
promoting sustainable futures in urban contexts and beyond. 
 
Although pedestrian accessibility is often defined in terms of utilitarian definitions based on 
distance, the quality of the walkable environment is also key. This is clearly illustrated 
though Southworth’s (2005) definition of walkability as “the extent to which the built 
environment supports and encourages walking by providing for pedestrian comfort and 
safety, connecting people with varied destinations within a reasonable amount of time and 
effort, and offering visual interest in journeys throughout the network” (p 248). To date, 
various studies have measured features of the built environment associated with walkability 
objectively through use of quantitative measures, including observational techniques that rely 
on quantitative measures made by objective trained observers and Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) data to obtain spatial measures of resource accessibility. Observers typically 
use a rating scale to evaluate the qualities of public spaces, such as the number of and variety 
of destinations, walking routes and attractiveness (e.g., Robertson et al., 2012). For example, 
Giles-Corti and Donovan (2003) utilised observer ratings of the functional environment 
(existence of footpaths, shops etc) and the appeal of the environment (street type, tree 
coverage etc), combined with GIS methods  
 
However, GIS measures do not take into account the actual ‘lived experience’ of walking, 
from the pedestrians’ perspective. While quantitative methods play an important role in 
providing a general picture of social processes, structures and behaviours and statistical 
associations between these factors, qualitative measures allow for exploration of everyday 
lived experience of people as shaped by socio-cultural factors as well as other factors such as 
the built environment, and asking them ‘why-questions’ in addition to ‘what-questions’ (Roe 
2000). As Despres et al. (2004) argue, it is crucial to consider residents’ knowledge of their 
neighbourhood and experiences and recognise them as “specialists of everyday life”. We 
believe a qualitative approach to observing pedestrian accessibility and use of public space 
will provide new insight into the experience of way-finding for inner-urban high-density 
residents and will guide future policy and development. Thus, this paper uses qualitative 
public place observations, supported by in-depth interviews, to explore the experience of 
walkability for inner-urban high-density residents.  
 
Method 
This paper utilises a sub-set of a larger mixed methods project exploring residential 
satisfaction in inner-urban high-density subtropical environment in Brisbane, Australia. 
Brisbane is the capital city of Queensland, has a humid sub-tropical climate and is 
Australia’s fastest growing capital (population of more than 1.8 million; Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2004). Both quantitative and qualitative data was collected, including 
a survey of 636 residents, 24 qualitative interviews, environmental monitoring 
(temperature logs) and over 100 hours of public place observations in three case-study 
neighbourhoods (see Buys & Miller, 2012). This paper analyses a sub-set of this data, 
drawing on findings from public place observations and qualitative interviews to explore a 
key feature of urban liveability and sustainability: the layers of meaning, experiences and 
complexity relating to pedestrian accessibility or walkability.  
 
Public Place Observations: Three case-study neighbourhoods (within a six-kilometre radius 
of Brisbane’s Central Business District) were selected, with public place observations 
conducted in Hamilton, South Brisbane and Highgate Hill (see Table 1 for area descriptions). 
Interactions between people as well as people and the surrounding built environment were 
observed and noted by researchers. Observations took place at different time periods over an 
8 week period (June to August 2008), with over 100 hours of data recorded in total. Locations 
for the observations included retail and commercial space, parkland and significant open 
space. The selection of particular sites within the neighbourhood was determined by an initial 
site analysis and based on information gathered in qualitative interviews with participants 
from these case-study sites. Multiple observations occurred (3 week days and 2 week end 
days at each location) to further test and validate patterns observed. Descriptive observations 
were recorded for two hour time periods commencing at 10.00am, 12.30pm, 3.00pm and 
5.30pm. Observations were recorded through a combination of methods including 
photographs, sketch maps, audio recordings and field journals. Analysis involved identifying 
common themes in the observations.  
 
 
 
 
Table 1: Observation Site Details – Inner Urban Brisbane, Australia  
Suburban 
context 
 
Observation Sites 
 
Features of Site 
Hamilton 1.Racecourse Road between 
Windermere Road and Kingsford 
Smith Drive 
 Retail /Commercial Strip with some 
Residential 
 High public use within 800m of 
development 
 
2.Hamilton Park/ Hercules Park  Significant Parkland/Open Space  
 
3.Portside to Bretts Wharf   Commercial/Recreational/Open Space 
abutting Residential 
 New development meeting existing  
 Assessing the ‘edges’ 
 
Highgate Hill / 
West End 
1. Boundary Road between Brighton 
Street and Vulture Street 
 Retail+Commercial Strip with 
Residential 
 High Public Use within 800m of 
Torbreck 
 
2. Highgate Hill Park  Significant Parkland/ Open Space 
 
3. Gladstone Road (corner of Dornoch 
Terrace between Hazelwood St- 
inclusive of bus stops on Gladstone 
Rd) and Gladstone Rd  between Morris 
St and Dorchester St (including bus 
stops Morris and Prospect) 
 Café/Real Estate/Doctor/Retail 
 
South Brisbane/ 
Woolloongabba 
1.Stanley Street (Mater area), between 
Allen St and Dock St / Vulture Street 
 Retail/ commercial strip/hospital/busway 
 
2. Stanley street (5ways area) , east of 
Motorway to Coles development (at 
Ipswich Road) 
 Coles- new mixed used development  
 Retail + Commercial Strip  
 
3. Lower River Terrace walk; between 
(west) Maritime Museum (inclusive of 
Ferry stop) and (east) painted metal 
structure adjacent to mangroves and 
cliff carpark  
 Significant Open Space 
 Distance falls within 400m radii of Site, 
inclusive of ferry connection 
 
 
Observational episodes of actual human behaviour help to provide checks of validity for 
interview data, which involve recollections and reconstructions of behaviours. In 
particular, field observations revealed how pedestrian accessibility and route-taking works 
with, against or in spite of the design features of urban environments. A limitation with 
this method is that assumptions need to be made regarding the causal factors for the 
behaviours observed, such as particular routes people adopt as they navigate the urban 
built environment. Thus, although this paper focuses on observation findings, it also 
utilises interview data from 24 participants as a ‘member check’ of the observation data.  
 
Results 
Thematic analysis of observation data provides a complex and detailed picture of the 
social use of the built environment, with three core themes identified: Access and 
Linkages, Safety, and Space Aesthetics, Adaption and Ownership (see Table 2).  
Table 2: Social use of the built environment – three core themes and sub-themes 
  Observation Examples Interview Examples 
Access and 
Linkages 
Direct Paths  School kids to bus-way 
 Make own path through garden  
 Man jay-walk to 
bus-way 
Signage   Bike path vs pedestrian path  
 
 
Cycle Access  cyclist using footpaths  
 cyclists predicting lights – one 
cyclist almost hit by car, 
another almost hit pedestrian  
 bike lane doubles as street car-
park – limits access  
 Conflict for space 
ownership on 
paths / behaviour 
rules 
Safety Fear of Crime 
/ Night 
 Presence of people and ‘type’ 
of people 
 Lit shops enhance safety 
 Night, avoid 
certain areas 
Path condition  influenced use of space  Un-safe, cracks  
Traffic  Pedestrian lights short 
 Unmaintained paths 
 Death of older 
pedestrian  
Space 
Aesthetics, 
Adaption & 
Ownership  
Secondary 
Seating & 
View 
 Manipulate seat for street view  
 Ledges used as seats etc 
 
Claiming 
Space 
 Certain areas ‘claimed’ by 
groups of people (e.g. ‘smokers 
corner’, homeless man’s seat) 
 
Aesthetics - 
Engaging 
Shop Fronts 
 Engaging shop fronts – people 
browse, feels open to public 
 Slow down walk, encourage 
window shopping 
 Feeling of 
safety/area ’vibe’ 
from people, 
lights and  activity  
 
Theme 1: Access and Linkages. As Table 3 illustrates, this theme comprised of three 
sub-themes: pedestrian direct pathmaking, signage and cycle access. First, observations 
revealed people’s propensity to make direct paths to their destination, if the designated one is 
perceived as being inconvenient in some way. Excerpts and images from observational field notes 
indicate typical observed behaviours in relation to a seeming preference for direct routes by 
pedestrians: walking across road rather than use pedestrian lights, not using designated crossings 
near a major public transport nodes if out of the way (Table 3, Image 1), cutting through 
vegetation to make a direct path rather than diverting along the designated path (Table 3, Image 2), 
walking diagonally across roads to form a more direct line with a destination and cutting corners 
on pedestrian crossings.  
Table 3: Preference for direct routes by pedestrians – field notes and photographs  
A group of school children walking out from the 
school gate on Stanley St and cross straight across 
the six lanes (some wait in middle island for traffic 
to clear) and then entering entry ramp of the 
busway. The alternative for accessing the busway 
is via walking [100metres] down, using pedestrian 
lights, then using stairs/lift to access busway. Few 
students use this designated route. (South 
Brisbane, 3pm-3.30pm) 
  
 
To access the road between Southbank and 
Stanley St, many pedestrians cut through the 
garden area rather than divert out of their way 
and use designated path. (South Brisbane) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These observations suggest the potential role of informal social rules, expectations or group 
behaviours in influencing pathmaking leading to improvised and alternative route taking 
which defies designed features of the urban built environment. The second sub-theme was 
signage, with observations revealing the role of signage in directing, or not directing, 
pedestrian movement. Signs directing pedestrian and cycle movement appeared to be 
effective in certain locations, such as signs in walkways and cycle tracks through paths. 
However, signs were disregarded at times, possibly due to preference for direct path making. 
The third subtheme was cycle access. Observations indicated cyclists would commonly use 
the footpaths rather than designated bike lanes on the road, creating tension with pedestrians. 
Lack of signage and visible ramps in a shopping complex also impeded access for pedestrians 
with limited mobility (e.g., parents with prams). 
 
Theme 2: Safety. Safety refers to both safety from personal crime and safety relating to 
path condition and traffic, particularly due to auto-centric design. The built environment 
and presence of people played a significant role in perceptions of safety. The first sub-
theme was “Crime and Night”, with observational episodes revealing how perception of 
personal safety can be linked to presence of people, categories of people, time of the day 
and lighting. Observing at different times of the day, observers noted how the ‘feeling’ of 
a space can change at night time. Some areas appeared to come ‘alive’ at night, due to 
increased activity or changes in building illumination (e.g., open shop fronts that were 
illuminated inside contributed to a lively atmosphere on the street). On the other hand, 
other areas that were not well lit or populated tended to feel isolated and ‘lifeless’ at night, 
with little or no throughput of walkers. While lighting can help create a certain sense of 
safety, the presence of people and/or different types of people may also inflect perceptions 
of safety, as the following observation from a female observer indicates: In a well-lit area 
at the shopping complex. No one is around. A lone man approaches and talks loudly to 
himself. Reduces feeling of safety. (South Brisbane, 8pm).  
 
The second safety sub-theme was path condition, with pedestrian safety relating to the 
condition or design of paths and walkways. Observations revealed that condition of the 
path could influence the way in which pedestrians would utilise the space. Degraded paths 
were observed as undermining walkability, with observations made of pedestrians 
disrupting their flow of movement so they could manoeuvre around cracks or bumps in 
footpaths. At times pedestrians were also observed walking on the road (quiet road with 
limited traffic), rather than using uneven and unpathed footpaths. Interviews further 
highlighted other issues relating to path condition that impeded walkability, such as 
degradation or narrow footpaths in proximity to heavy traffic. The third safety sub-theme 
was traffic and auto-centric design in inner-urban areas, which can cause conflict with 
pedestrian and cycle movement (especially where pedestrian and traffic areas merge). 
Observation of different pedestrian crossing lights revealed that different pedestrian 
crossing lights had different timers on them, coupled with different road widths, made 
certain roads easier to cross than others. The following observation is of a road that had 
brief pedestrian lights: Lady walking her dog across Kingsford Smith Drive not able to 
make it to other side in specified time, despite steady walking pace. This is observed for 
many pedestrians using this pedestrian. (Hamilton). An interviewee further explained how 
there was not enough time at the lights, describing how an older man had recently been 
knocked over and killed by a car at this particular pedestrian crossing, even although he 
had crossed at the lights.  
 
Theme 3: Space Aesthetics, Adaption & Ownership. This theme illustrates how 
characteristics of space impact behaviors and feelings, with space also adapted to suit 
particular social needs. The aesthetics sub-theme reflects how the observations revealed that 
engaging pathways visually connected to surrounding shops and amenities and ‘open’ 
building fronts suggesting a lively atmosphere and created a sense of community. The second 
sub-theme was space adaption, with people using ledges and other built environment features 
for beyond intended use. The final sub-theme was ‘ownership’ of spaces, with regular 
observations indicating that certain areas were commonly used or ‘claimed’ by certain 
people, creating an assumed ownership over certain areas. Table 4 illustrates how use of 
space was dictated by social rules rather than specific characteristics of the built form, with a 
distinction between where smokers, patients and workers gather. Observers also noted that: 
“an apparently unemployed man sits on the same street in West End everyday. He chats to 
passers by and shows his art work. This appears to be ‘his’ seat. Adds familiarity and sense 
of community to this area” (West End).  
 
Table 4: Examples of space adaptation and ownership of space – field notes and photos  
 
Discussion  
Observations of actual human path-finding in urban environments are critical to show how 
mobility is constrained and/or enabled in urban built environments, insights which would not 
be evident from geographic information systems and spatial or built form analyses alone. 
Using public space observations that provide empirical data on actual human travel and 
wayfinding behaviors in urban environments rather than reconstructions or recollections, this 
Man sitting on the back of a chair so he can face the road. 
Indicating preference for a view of the street rather than facing the 
closed shop in front of the chair. (South Brisbane, 2pm) 
 
 
Construction workers having a lunch break. Sit on ledge to face his 
other friend sitting on the seat. A third worker joins and sits on other 
side of ledge. (South Brisbane, 12pm) 
 
Outside Mater Hospital, smokers stand near pillars to smoke.  No one 
stands in open area. Workers from hospital gather on a nearby ledge. 
(South Brisbane).    
 
 
research has  revealed that pedestrian accessibility is linked to access to local amenities and 
direct routes, aesthetics, sense of community, ownership of space and safety. In particular, 
observations revealed how pedestrian accessibility and route-taking works with, against or in 
spite of the design features of urban environments, as well as the importance of the social use 
of the built environment. Residents spoke about although walking quick and preferred for 
local amenities, the decision to walk was moderated by factors such as time of day and 
perceived safety. Measures to ensure and improve the pedestrian accessibility of urban areas 
needs to take into account the propensity for people to prefer and improvise direct routes 
(often to the detriment of traffic safety considerations), the importance of ongoing 
maintenance and upgrading of walking infrastructure and the importance of aesthetically 
pleasing and safe walking environments.  By combining interviews and observations, our 
exploratory study (which is consistent with a growing international body of literature 
documenting these issues; e.g., Giles-Corti, & Donovan, 2003; Robertson et al., 2012), 
highlights the current dominance of the automobile culture in Brisbane and the layers of 
meaning, experiences and complexity hidden within the pedestrian experience. 
 
A major strength of the research is that the interviews and observations complement each 
other, providing a more complex and robust picture of pedestrian accessibility in the multiple 
urban precincts we sampled. Limitations include the one Western location (Brisbane) and  the 
fact that these field observations are based on observers’ perceptions, feelings and 
assumptions about what is occurring in particular contexts. While providing important, 
naturalistic data regarding the social interaction with the urban built environments, field 
observations are limited in their capacity to confirm inferences regarding the causes of 
observed behaviours.  To ameliorate this, however, in this study interview data was used to 
act as a ‘member check’ of the observation data. 
 This research suggests that measures to ensure and improve the pedestrian accessibility of 
urban areas should take into account a range of complex and, at times, seemingly 
contradictory, findings: the propensity for people to prefer and improvise direct routes 
(often to the detriment of traffic safety considerations), the importance of ongoing 
maintenance and upgrade of walking infrastructure and the importance to residents of 
aesthetically pleasing and safe walking environments.  Our findings suggest that 
pedestrian accessibility in urban contexts is not something that can be simply defined or 
understood in terms of physical proximity to services and amenites, but rather needs to 
take into account a range of other social factors. Understanding resident perceptions and 
experiences of the walkability of their local area is critical to inform initiatives relating to 
improving liveability and sustainable mobility whether in urban contexts or beyond. 
Qualitative public place observations provide insight into actual use of the space that can 
help inform future planning and design that is reflective of how the space will be used. 
Specifically, the following recommendations are proposed for urban planners and 
designers: conduct observation of common walking paths and building exit and entry 
points to plan use of space; understand how the space will be used by pedestrians and 
cyclists to design appropriately for the user groups; engaging shop fronts enhance sense of 
community and safety at night; and incorporate flexible design for multiple uses and for 
space adaption.  
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